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Project snapshot

Type Agriculture

Region of interest United Kingdom, Europe

Blueprint owner Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB)

Financial instrument Debt (5-year term)

Proof of concept Established

In a nutshell
Finance Earth and the RSPB designed an innovative 
financing solution to address biodiversity concerns 
associated with new housing developments in England. 
They introduced a habitat banking mechanism, streamlining 
compensatory payments from developers to local councils 
into an established habitat bank at a designated site. 
Unlike traditional ‘in lieu’ schemes, this proactive approach 
enabled the creation of compensatory habitats before 
damage occurs, reducing the risk of a net loss in the cirl 
bunting1 population. This initiative exemplifies a successful 
public-private-philanthropic partnership, offering a model 
for future compensation-based revenue streams through 
habitat banking with clear delivery of biodiversity benefits. 

This blueprint highlights the RSPB’s use of a commercial 
debt instrument to refinance the acquisition of its habitat 
banking site, enabling delivery of habitat restoration in 
advance of income receipts, and freeing up the charity’s 
cash reserves to support its wider conservation efforts.

Investment and operating model
The RSPB employs a habitat banking model at the Ashill 
site, combining mandated compensation payments2 from 
housing developers, as a primary income source, with 
farm tenancy income as additional income to create a 
diversified revenue stream. The additional revenue stream 
- lease payments - and its co-benefits3 for the cirl bunting 
habitat enhanced the project’s commercial appeal to all 
stakeholders, including the lender and the local council. 
This approach enabled the RSPB to secure commercial 
debt finance to refinance habitat restoration, supporting 
the cirl bunting with long-term income generated for site 
maintenance. 

The RSPB used its cash reserves to acquire the 37-hectare 
Ashill farm in Devon in 2017. The land acquisition was 
refinanced in 2020 through a commercial, unsecured term 
loan of GBP 0.5 million (~USD 0.6 million) from Lloyds Bank 
with a floating interest rate and regular repayment fee. 
The loan is repaid over five years using the site’s expected 
revenue streams of Section 106 funding from the local 
planning authority and farm business tenancy agreements.  
This short-term debt-based investment was selected 
partly due to the predicted income streams and the RSPB’s 
well-established relationship with Lloyds Bank, ensuring 
a cost-effective rate. For the first five years, the fixed 
lease payments will cover interest payments on the term 
loan, with subsequent payments contributing to ongoing 
monitoring and management expenses. This financial 

1 The cirl bunting, once common in Southern England and Wales, faces severe decline due to agricultural intensification and housing expansion since the 1930s. It is now a priority 
species under the NERC Act 2006 and has been on the UK red list since 1996.
2 Compensation payments are approved and administered by the local planning authority through Section 106 Agreements - contracts between the developer and the council.
3 The cirl bunting thrives in tandem with sensitive agricultural production.
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Investment and operating model

structure allowed the RSPB to transition from a traditional 
‘donative income’ approach for nature restoration that 
relies only on RSPB cash balances, allowing a more efficient 
financial structure.  

Impact measurement
A set of performance metrics relating to the cirl bunting 
population was required by the grant agreement established 
between the RSPB and the local planning authority for 
the transaction of compensation payments from housing 
developers. Compensation payments were calculated 
by the local planning authority, where 2.5 hectares for 
compensatory habitat is required for each pair of cirl 
bunting lost to any development. 

The RSPB agreed with the council to increase the number 
of cirl bunting at the site by at least 14 breeding pairs and 
maintain the site as a nature reserve. The RSPB carried out 
an initial baseline of the site at acquisition and a winter 
survey after the first year to identify the number of cirl 
bunting on the land. Ongoing monitoring involves a sample 
monitoring program by RSPB-trained volunteers. National 
surveys also now take place every 10-12 years, with the 
next planned for 2028. Demonstrating improvement of the 

breeding population of cirl buntings at Ashill is essential 
evidence that the compensation payments made by the 
local authority are delivering on the required benefits for 
the species. 

Scalability and replication
The project has been delivered, with the initial five years 
of restoration completed in December 2023. RSPB is 
due to enter a new agri-environment scheme for further 
enhancement over the next five years to support wildlife to 
thrive on the site. With the mandatory implementation of 
the Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) policy enforced in England 
in 2024, a similar financing approach4 could be replicated 
to create habitat banks to deliver biodiversity gains to 
compensate for development impacts across England, and 
in jurisdictions with compensatory payment requirements. 
The availability of a methodology for calculating the 
biodiversity enhancement required - the Defra statutory 
biodiversity metric - enables measurement and comparison 
of interventions. The model serves as a blueprint for 
how private investment could deliver large-scale habitat 
restoration in advance of development impact to achieve 
biodiversity benefits.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statutory-biodiversity-metric-tools-and-guides
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statutory-biodiversity-metric-tools-and-guides


The Coalition for Private Investment in Conservation (CPIC) 
is a global, multi-stakeholder initiative with a mission to 
enable conditions that support a material increase in private, 
return-seeking investment in conservation. These blueprints 
support this mission by providing replicable investment 
models that incorporate innovative finance solutions to 
encourage the participation of private investors. 

SUSTAIN aims to provide businesses, financial institutions, 
and regulatory bodies with the knowledge and resources to 
better understand, assess, and monitor the dependencies 
and impacts on nature from activities across different 
sectors of the economy. 

High-risk sectors, such as agriculture, put a disproportionately 
high degree of pressure on nature or rely more heavily on 
its services compared to other sectors. For conservation 
projects within these sectors, it is especially critical to offer 
alternative, less harmful business models that are also more 
resilient to environmental change. Investors should use the 
ENCORE tool to ensure the effective identification and 
subsequent management of key nature-related impacts 
and dependencies in projects within high-risk sectors.
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This CPIC blueprint was co-funded by the European Commission as part of the EU Horizon - Strengthening 
Understanding and Strategies of Business to Assess and Integrate Nature (SUSTAIN) project. Views and opinions 
expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the 
European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. This 
blueprint was developed by South Pole, with support from Finance Earth, RSPB, and expert CPIC members.

Would you like to know more?

https://cpicfinance.com/
https://capitalscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/SUSTAIN-One-Pager.pdf
https://encorenature.org/en

